Nuances in how adults talk about ability may have important consequences for children's sustained involvement and success in an activity. In this study, I tested the hypothesis that children would be less motivated while performing a novel activity if they were told that boys or girls in general are good at this activity (generic language) than if they were told that a particular boy or girl is good at it (non-generic language). Generic language may be detrimental because it expresses normative societal expectations regarding performance. If these expectations are negative, they may cause children to worry about confirming them; if positive, they may cause worries about failing to meet them. Moreover, generic statements may be threatening because they imply that performance is the result of stable traits rather than effort. Ninety-seven 4-to 7-year-olds were asked to play a game in which they succeeded at first but then made a few mistakes. Since young children remain optimistic in achievement situations until the possibility of failure is made clear, I hypothesized that 4-and 5-year-olds would not be affected by the implications of generic language until after they made mistakes; 6-and 7-year-olds, however, may be susceptible earlier. As expected, the older children who heard that boys or girls are good at this game displayed lower motivation (e.g., more negative emotions, lower perceived competence) from the start, while they were still succeeding and receiving praise. Four-and 5-year-olds who heard these generic statements had a similar reaction, but only after they made mistakes. These findings demonstrate that exposure to generic language about ability can be an obstacle to children's motivation and, potentially, their success.
Seemingly minor differences in what adults say to children can have striking effects on their motivation. To illustrate, praising children's success on a drawing task with "You are a good drawer" causes them to react more negatively to later mistakes than praising them with "You did a good job drawing" (Cimpian, Arce, Markman, & Dweck, 2007) . The first sentence, although quite similar to the second, subtly implies the existence of an underlying skill or talent. This talent may then be threatened by the mistakes, leading to a stronger reaction. Most prior researchers investigating the influence of language on children's self-cognitions and motivation have focused on the wording of praise and criticism (e.g., Cimpian et al., 2007; Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998; Schunk, 1983) . It is likely, however, that adults' words are influential even when they do not comment directly on children's performance. For instance, talk about who is expected to possess an ability, and especially about whether that ability is tied to membership in particular social groups, may also shape children's achievement behavior. In the present study, I investigated the motivational consequences of talking about abilities using category-referring generic language (e.g., "Girls are good at X") versus non-generic language (e.g., "There is a girl who is good at X"). Generic language was hypothesized to impair children's motivation because it signals that they are expected to perform at a certain level due to their group membership-a potentially threatening stereotype-and because it implies that the abilities talked about are the result of stable traits rather than effort.
Features of Generic Language
Before elaborating this hypothesis, I highlight a few features of generic sentences (or, simply, generics) . First, generics express facts about entire categories, which is notable because such facts cannot be acquired by perceptual means (Gelman, 2004; Prasada, 2000) : One never observes the category girl being good at X but rather just particular instances of this category doing well on particular occasions. In contrast, a generic sentence such as "Girls are good at X" can relay precisely this type of category-wide fact, even in the absence of other supporting evidence.
Furthermore, the information learned from generics is particularly robust, in that it is resistant to counterexamples (e.g., Gelman, 2004; Krifka et al., 1995) . One can hold on to the belief that girls are good at X even in the face of evidence to the contrary. In an experimental illustration of this idea (Chambers, Graham, & Turner, 2008) , children generalized a novel feature introduced via a generic statement (e.g., "Pagons are friendly") just as strongly when they had been told about an exception as when they had not; features introduced via non-generic statements (e.g., "These pagons are friendly") were not so robust.
In addition to having powerful semantics, generic sentences are common in speech to children, making up about 3%-4% of the total number of utterances they hear (Gelman, Chesnick, & Waxman, 2005; Gelman, Coley, Rosengren, Hartman, & Pappas, 1998; Gelman, Goetz, Sarnecka, & Flukes, 2008; Gelman & Tardif, 1998; . There is also specific evidence that parents talk generically about social categories. For instance, when parents of 4-and 6-year-olds were asked to read picture books depicting boys and girls engaging in different activities (Gelman, Taylor, & Nguyen, 2004) , more than 15% of the utterances they produced were generic (e.g., "Can girls play football?"). Since children can distinguish reliably between generic and non-generic sentences by preschool age (e.g., Cimpian & Markman, 2008; Gelman & Raman, 2003; Hollander, Gelman, & Star, 2002) , it may well be that they are sensitive to the messages carried by this generic input.
Mechanisms Linking Generics to Motivation
Why might generics affect children's motivation? Generic statements about social categories have prescriptive force-that is, they "express societal expectations" about what people of different groups can and should do (Gelman et al., 2004, p. 75) . With respect to abilities, then, generics might signal to children how they are expected to perform as a result of their group membership. When such stereotypes are activated in an achievement situation, they trigger a cascade of defensive emotional and behavioral reactions. The threat of confirming the low expectations set up by a negative stereotype (e.g., Steele & Aronson, 1995) has been shown to lead to increased vigilance, anxiety, and frustration (e.g., Bosson, Haymovitz, & Pinel, 2004; Marx & Stapel, 2006) , as well as avoidance of the task (e.g., Davies, Spencer, Quinn, & Gerhardstein, 2002; Murphy, Steele, & Gross, 2007) . Even young elementary school children seem to be vulnerable to these stereotypes (Ambady, Shih, Kim, & Pittinsky, 2001 ). It is not only negative stereotypes that have this effect, though: Having to live up to the high expectations set up by a positive stereotype, and the prospect of failure to do so, can also be threatening (e.g., Brown & Josephs, 1999; Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000) . For example, although Asian Americans' math abilities are positively stereotyped, Asian American undergraduates performed worse on a math testrelative to a control group-if their ethnicity was made salient prior to the test (Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000) . Positive stereotypes are particularly likely to become threatening when they are activated blatantly, as would certainly be the case if, say, a girl heard an explicit generic statement such as "Girls are good at X" (see Shih, Ambady, Richeson, Fujita, & Gray, 2002, for discussion) . In sum, if generic sentences about ability are effective in creating new ability stereotypes (or in activating preexisting ones), it is plausible that the negative motivational consequences would follow, regardless of the valence of the stereotypes.
A second mechanism linking generics to motivation may be the following: Generics often express essential attributes of their referents (Dahl, 1975; Gelman, 2004; Krifka et al., 1995; Prasada, 2000; cf. Prasada & Dillingham, 2006) , and children are sensitive to this aspect of their meaning (Cimpian & Markman, 2009; Gelman, Raman, & Gentner, 2009; Hollander, Gelman, & Raman, 2009) . What might this mean with respect to abilities? In some very recent work (Cimpian & Markman, in press ), preschoolers were told either that a particular boy or girl or that boys or girls in general were good at a novel activity. Children were then asked to explain the origin of this ability. Those who heard the ability talked about in generic terms (e.g., "Boys are good at a game called gorp") tended to refer to stable traits (e.g., boys are smart), which suggested that abilities introduced via generics do indeed become construed as "essential" (Gelman, 2003) -as rooted in the referents' internal biological nature. In marked contrast, children who heard non-generic sentences (e.g., "There's a boy who is good at a game called gorp") were more likely to emphasize in their explanations effort-based processes such as learning and practice (e.g., his mom taught him how to play it). This difference in how children think about an ability based on the language used to describe it may well translate into a difference in how they actually behave in achievement settings. For example, if generics imply being good at gorp is the result of a stable internal attribute such as being smart, then children who are exposed to this type of language may think that their performance at gorp will reveal how smart they are. As a result, they may become more anxious about the outcome, more vigilant for signs that they are failing, less likely to enjoy the activity, and more upset and quicker to give up when they make mistakes (see Dweck, 1999 Dweck, , 2006 . Because non-generic sentences seem to foster thinking about the role of effort in becoming good at gorp, children exposed to this type of language may be less inclined to measure their traits from their performance. Thus, they may be able to avoid some of these maladaptive tendencies.
Note that neither of these mechanisms is tied to a particular categorical distinction. Although this study uses gender as the relevant category because of its familiarity and salience to children (e.g., Bradbard & Endsley, 1983; Gelman, Collman, & Maccoby, 1986; Martin, Eisenbud, & Rose, 1995; Rhodes & Brickman, 2008) , similar predictions could be made about other social categories that children may know that they belong to. For example, generic sentences about ethnic groups might also affect children's motivation, especially since these groups are a common target of stereotypes related to academic performance, both positive (e.g., Asian Americans; see Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000) and negative (e.g., African Americans; see Steele & Aronson, 1995) .
Age-Related Developments in the Influence of Generics?
Another aim of this research was to investigate developmental trends in the influence of generic language on children's motivation. One reason to expect such trends is that, over the preschool and elementary school years, children's perceptions of their own abilities undergo considerable changes. Preschoolers and kindergartners grossly overestimate their competence (e.g., Flavell, Friedrichs, & Hoyt, 1970; Nicholls, 1978) and thus remain optimistic about the outcome of achievement situations until their failure is made very obvious, such as when a teacher explicitly points out their mistakes (Burhans & Dweck, 1995; Heyman, Dweck, & Cain, 1992) . Owing to this relative optimism, younger children may not display the performance-related anxiety and self-doubt that generic language is hypothesized to induce until the prospect of failure is made clear. Older children, on the other hand, are more aware of the possibility that their performance could be inadequate (e.g., Benenson & Dweck, 1986; Flavell et al., 1970; Nicholls, 1978; Stipek, 1981) . For instance, when Nicholls (1978) asked children of various ages to rank their reading ability relative to others in their class, 5-year-olds' average self-rated rank was 3.06 (out of 30 children), while 7-year-olds' was a more realistic 9.06. Similarly, when shown a set of 10 pictures and asked how many they would be able to remember later, about 60% of preschoolers and kindergartners said they would be able to remember all of them; only 25% of second graders were so confident (Flavell et al., 1970) . More accurate self-perceptions are likely to bring along worries about one's ability level. Generic language may exacerbate these worries because of the expectations it signals, leading to a decrement in motivation even when there is no objective reason for concern (i.e., even before children make any mistakes or receive any criticism).
Summary of Procedure and Predictions
In this study, 4-to 7-year-old children were asked to play a novel pretend game in which they did well at first but then made a few obvious mistakes. The experimenter talked about ability at this novel game either in generic terms (e.g., "Girls are really good at this game!") or in non-generic terms (e.g., "There's a girl who is really good at this game!"). The predictions were as follows: Generic language should affect the motivation of all children, regardless of age. However, children's age may determine when during the game they start showing the detrimental effect of generics. Owing to their more realistic self-perceptions (which may lead them to wonder whether their abilities are sufficient), 6-to 7-year-olds should be affected by generic language from the very beginning, even while they are still doing well. The 4-to 5-year-olds, on the other hand, should show the effect of the language manipulation only in reaction to the mistakes, after the possibility of failure is made apparent.
Method Participants
Forty-nine 4-and 5-year-old children (24 girls; mean age ϭ 5 years 1 month; range ϭ 4 years to 5 years 11 months) and forty-eight 6-and 7-year-old children (24 girls; mean age ϭ 6 years 11 months; range ϭ 6 years to 8 years) participated in this study. One additional child was tested but not included in the final sample because of experimenter error. Participants were recruited either from a database of families who had previously participated in developmental studies at the University of Illinois or from preschools and elementary schools in the Champaign-Urbana area. All participating children were native English speakers. Although demographic information was not collected formally, the participants were predominantly European American and represented a range of socioeconomic backgrounds.
Materials, Design, and Procedure
Children were told they would play a pretending game called gorp in which a wooden doll that represented them (and that they handled) would be asked to "make different things out of paper" by a teacher-doll (that the experimenter handled).
Two crucial variables were manipulated, both between subjects: First, the teacher-doll talked about gorp ability in generic terms (e.g., "Girls are really good at this game! Girls are really good at the gorp game") for half of the children and in non-generic terms (e.g., "There's a girl who is really good at this game! She is really good at the gorp game") for the other half. These statements were always positive in valence (i.e., about who is good at the game). The second variable manipulated was whether the positive ability statements were about children of the same gender as the participants (which signals high performance expectations) versus of the opposite gender (which signals low performance expectations). The latter statements signaled low expectations only indirectly: For example, a boy who hears that girls are good at gorp might infer that his own gender is not. Albeit indirect, this means of conveying negative stereotypes was preferred over making potentially distressing statements such as "Boys are not good at the gorp game." Equal numbers of children were randomly assigned to the four conditions that resulted from crossing these two variables. Random assignment was stratified by gender (male vs. female) and age group (4-and 5-year-olds vs. 6-and 7-year-olds).
Aside from the nature of the ability statements, the four conditions were identical: The experimenter read aloud five stories in which the teacher-doll asked the child-doll to play gorp (see Table 1 for excerpts from the script). The children were given a small square of colored paper (about 3 cm ϫ 3 cm in size) for each story, out of which they pretended to make the requested object (e.g., an apple, a cat). Some children actually manipulated the paper during the stories (e.g., folding it in half), but they were not required to. In the first three stories, the child-doll was said to succeed in completing the object and was praised by the teacher (e.g., "That really looks like an apple. You did a great job playing the gorp game"). In the last two stories-which were designed to make the possibility of failure apparent even to the youngest participants-the child-doll was said to make a mistake, prompting criticism from the teacher-doll (e.g., "That doesn't look like a cat; it has no ears"). Since children did not actually create any objects during the task (i.e., they just pretended to make them), the stories simply stated that there was a mistake.
The teacher-doll talked about who is good at gorp when the game was first introduced and then once during each of the stories (see the underlined statements in Table 1 ).
Children were asked two sets of questions, one before the mistake stories and one after. The questions, adapted from Cimpian et al. (2007) and Kamins and Dweck (1999) , provided a broad assessment of children's motivational state, including their perceived competence, their liking for the game, their emotional reactions, and their strategies for fixing mistakes (see Table 2 for details).
At the end of the session, the experimenter read the mistake stories again, except this time the child-doll received praise from the teacher-doll for completing the task successfully.
Results
To obtain an overall index of children's motivation, I standardized and then averaged their answers to the pre-and postmistake questions (see Cimpian et al., 2007 , for a similar analysis). Higher scores on the resulting pre-and postmistake aggregate measures indicate more adaptive responses to the task (e.g., higher perceived competence, more positive affect). Cronbach's alphas for the preand postmistake aggregates were .77 and .65, respectively, suggesting that these measures had acceptable internal consistency (e.g., Clark & Watson, 1995; Peterson, 1994) .
Motivation Before the Mistakes
Each age group's scores on the premistake aggregate measure were submitted to analyses of variance, with wording (generic vs. non-generic), gender of the ability statement (own gender vs. other gender), and participant gender (boys vs. girls) as betweensubjects factors. These analyses of variance tested the prediction that only the older children's motivation would be sensitive to the language manipulation during this part of the task.
Indeed, younger children's premistake motivation was not affected by the generic-non-generic manipulation, F(1, 41) ϭ 0.76, p ϭ .785 (see Figure 1 ). Since they have no clear reason to worry about their performance, children this age are not yet threatened by the implications of generic language. Older children, however, did react to the language manipulation even in the premistake assessment, displaying lower motivation in the generic condition (M ϭ -0.08) than in the non-generic condition (M ϭ 0.20), F(1, 40) ϭ 4.73, p ϭ .036, d ϭ 0.62. That is, despite being told repeatedly that they were doing "a great job playing the gorp game," the 6-and 7-year-olds who heard the teacher-doll use generic language to talk about who is good at gorp felt less happy and less competent, and liked the game less. In fact, none of the five premistake questions showed a generic advantage (binomial p ϭ .031). Also, this generic-non-generic effect did not interact with whether the ability statements were about the child's own gender (M generic ϭ 0.11 vs. M non-generic ϭ 0.28) or the opposite gender (M generic ϭ -0.27 vs. M non-generic ϭ 0.13), F(1, 40) ϭ 0.47, p ϭ .495. However, the 6-and 7-year-olds who heard that children of their own gender are good at the game were overall more motivated, regardless of whether the phrasing was generic or non-generic (M own gender ϭ 0.19 vs. M other gender ϭ -0.07), F(1, 40) ϭ 4.15, p ϭ .048, d ϭ 0.58. This last result is consistent with previous research suggesting that children around this age view things associated with their own gender in a more positive light (Bradbard & Endsley, 1983; Martin et al., 1995) .
Reaction to the Mistakes
I predicted that the mistake scenarios would prompt the younger children to start worrying about their performance, which might in Dweck, 1999, Developmental Psychology, 35, p. 842 . Copyright 1999 by the American Psychological Association. The statements about who is good at gorp (underlined above) were constant across all stories for any one child but varied in genericity and gender across children, depending on their condition. These statements constituted the only difference between the conditions. turn cause them to become more vulnerable to the implications of generic language. To test this prediction, I analyzed each age group's standardized postmistake aggregate using analyses of covariance, with the premistake score as a covariate. This analysis estimates children's reaction to the mistakes per se, adjusting for preexisting differences in motivational state. As expected, when their mistakes were explicitly pointed out, the 4-and 5-year-olds who had heard generic language (adjusted M ϭ -0.15) reacted more negatively than did those who had heard non-generic language (adjusted M ϭ 0.18), F(1, 40) ϭ 6.89, p ϭ .012, d ϭ 0.76 (see Figure 1) . The 4-and 5-year-olds in the generic condition scored lower than those in the non-generic condition on eight of the nine postmistake questions (binomial p ϭ .020). This effect seemed somewhat stronger when the ability statements were about the other gender (and thus signaled low expectations; adjusted M generic ϭ -0.27 vs. M non-generic ϭ 0.25) than about children's own gender (and thus signaled high expectations; adjusted M generic ϭ -0.03 vs. M non-generic ϭ 0.10), but the interaction with the own-gender/other-gender factor was not in fact significant, F(1, 40) ϭ 2.46, p ϭ .125.
In contrast to the younger children, 6-and 7-year-olds' reaction to the mistakes did not differ depending on the type of language they heard (after covarying out their premistake scores), F(1, 39) ϭ 0.26, p ϭ .614. This null result suggests that the mistake stories did not exacerbate the generic-non-generic differences that were already in place before these older children experienced the setback. The analysis of covariance on 6-and 7-year-olds' postmistake scores also revealed an unanticipated three-way interaction between wording, gender of the ability statement, and participant gender, F(1, 39) ϭ 4.50, p ϭ .040. After the teacher pointed out their mistakes, the boys in the non-generic/other-gender condition were more motivated than the girls, F(1, 9) ϭ 5.54, p ϭ .043, possibly because males tend to be less affected than females by others' negative evaluations (Roberts, 1991 ; see also Dweck, 1986; Licht & Dweck, 1984) . However, none of the other conditions showed strong gender differences, leading to the significant three-way interaction. It is not uncommon for gender differences of this sort to appear only in certain conditions or in certain studies (Dweck, 1986) . In addition, given the small size of the cells involved in computing this three-way interaction (there were only six boys and six girls in each condition within this age group), it should be interpreted with caution.
Discussion
This study demonstrates that exposure to generic language about ability is detrimental to children's motivation when compared with exposure to analogous non-generic language. The fact that a manipulation involving only a few generic versus non-generic sentences (whose content was otherwise identical) had such a dramatic impact on children's behavior and attitudes toward a novel activity is a compelling illustration of the power of this linguistic distinction.
The results also suggest that, with age, children become more vulnerable to the effects of generic language. The 4-and 5-year-olds reacted to the generic-non-generic manipulation only when it became apparent that they were not doing well. Since children this age are overconfident in their skills (e.g., Nicholls, 1978) , the expectations conveyed by generic language are not, under most circumstances, threatening: Awareness of others' expectations, be they high or low, can only lead to worries about one's performance if it is accompanied by awareness of the possibility of failure. The mistake stories raise this possibility for the younger children, and that is probably why they trigger these children's reaction to the generic language about ability. As children's perceptions of their own abilities develop (and their overconfidence wanes), the demotivating effect of generics may become more immediate: Increased awareness of one's fallibility is likely to cause some level of performance-related anxiety and pressure as soon as one is exposed to the relevant generic input. As predicted by this account, the older children's motivation was affected even before the mistake stories and while they were, in fact, still receiving praise for their performance.
Generic language appears to impair children's motivation regardless of whether the expectations it conveys are negative or positive. The detrimental effect of group-based positive expectations may be counterintuitive: For example, saying "Girls are good at X" might seem like an effective way to encourage a girl who is performing X. The present results suggest that it is not. On the contrary, hearing generic sentences about the high ability of one's own group (a positive stereotype) led to lower motivation scores, just as did hearing generics about the high ability of the outgroup (an implied negative stereotype). Not only were the effects of the positive and negative stereotypes in the same direction, but they were also statistically equivalent-at least as indicated by the nonsignificant interactions between the generic/non-generic factor and the own-gender/other-gender factor.
As argued above, there are two plausible pathways by which generic language might affect children. First, generics' normativeprescriptive connotations ) set up powerful expectations for performance, which may cause children to worry about not living up to them (if positive; e.g., Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000) or confirming them (if negative; e.g., Marx & Stapel, 2006) . Note that, in this experiment, generic language was able to create a stereotype about an entirely novel task. In many real-life situations, however, generics may activate preexisting stereotypes (e.g., about girls and math) instead; the effect of such language may be even stronger in these cases, since the activated expectations would be rooted in children's previous experiences, hence more vivid and threatening. Second, generics also imply that there is an essential and stable traitlike ability that underlies performance (Cimpian & Markman, in press) , which may cause children to worry about how the outcome will reflect on this fixed ability (e.g., Dweck, 2006) . In all probability, these two mechanisms operate in concert to produce the effects documented here. It is known, for example, that inducing more malleable views of intelligence can reduce the detrimental effects of stereotype threat (Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002 ; see also Bastian & Haslam, 2006; Levy & Dweck, 1999) . Thus, the fact that generics promote thinking in terms of stable traits rather than effort may exacerbate children's vulnerability to the threat induced by groupbased expectations.
Note that this study does not speak directly to whether the genericnon-generic effect is mediated by performance-related anxiety. Strictly, the results document only that exposure to generic language is detrimental to children's motivation to engage in a new activity. However, feelings of worry and anxiety have been found to underlie both stereotype threat effects (e.g., Bosson et al., 2004; Marx & Stapel, 2006) and the maladaptive reactions associated with fixed (or entity) mindsets (e.g., Dweck, 1999 Dweck, , 2006 . Thus, to the extent that generic language sets up a stereotype threat context or promotes fixed trait thinking, it is reasonable to assume that anxiety is present and contributes to the observed low motivation scores.
The dimensions assessed in this study (e.g., perceived competence, persistence, attitudes toward the task, strategies for dealing with Figure 1 . The pre-and postmistake motivation scores by type of language (generic vs. non-generic) and age group (4-and 5-year-olds vs. 6-and 7-year-olds). The error bars represent Ϯ 1 standard error of the mean.
‫ء‬ p Ͻ .05. mistakes) are essential to children's sustained involvement in any achievement domain, but particularly in domains that are challenging. Thus, the finding that generic language has a negative impact on these aspects of motivation might well have implications for children's success in academic settings. At the ages tested here, children are just entering the school system and are beginning to experience some of its challenges and setbacks. Extrapolating from the present findings to this context, it seems that one means of increasing the likelihood that children will stay motivated through this period is to avoid exposing them to generic language about ability.
